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The Fleeting Fame of Florida's Filibuster,
"Major" Frank Hann
by Paul S. Losch

F:

r three months in 1895, newspaper readers across the United
tates followed the heroic adventures of Major F. P. Hann,
n American volunteer fighting to free Cuba from Spanish
oppression. Hann's thirteen letters offered eyewitness accounts from
the island's battlefields during the early days of the Cuban War of
Independence. The ninth of these letters ran in at least 90 papers,
including some well-known today, such as the New York Times, the
Washington Post, the Atlanta Constitution and the San Francisco Chronicle,
and it described the arrival from Key West of" 100 men, 1,000 repeating
rifles, 2,000,000 rounds of ammunition and $250,000 in gold" for the
rebels. The letter, dated June 10, also relayed the news thatjose Marti
had been "betrayed into the Spanish hands by a trusted Cuban guide
and shot down in cold blood before he could escape. "1
News like this from the front lines in Cuba was hard to obtain,
since Spanish authorities had restricted journalists' movements
in the rural areas where the fighting was taking place. Hann had
devised a clever way to get his letters out: they were written in a
Paul S. Losch is the Operations Librarian for the Latin American Collection in the
George A. Smathers Libraries at the University of Florida, Gainesville.
1.
See Documents and Notes for a list of Hann's thirteen "Cuban" letters
published in different newspapers, including those where the original text was
summarized, abbreviated or otherwise edited. These published versions, of
which there are at least 250, were retrieved mainly from six large online archives:
Access Newspaper Archive, Chronicling America (Library of Congress), the
Florida Digital Newspaper Library, Gale 19"' Century Newspapers, America's
Historical Newspapers (NewsBank) and ProQuest Historical Newspapers, all
between July 2010 and March 2012.
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code using the Greek alphabet, smuggled by ship to Tampa, and
then relayed on to a trusted friend in Gainesville, Florida. That
- friend, Frank Anderfer, would decipher them and forward them
on to the press. Anderfer claimed to have known Hann since their
childhood days spent together near Philadelphia. Both young men
had left home in 1894 in search of adventure in sunny climates,
with Anderfer ending up doing odd jobs in Gainesville and Hann
becoming an officer in the forces of Maximo Gomez.
MajorHann'slettersreadlikeinstallmentsofafantasticadventure
story and they brought to life the war in Cuba for newspaper readers
who may have been unfamiliar with or indifferent to the situation
on the island. Their publication also demonstrated that the Spanish
colonial censors were no match for Yankee ingenuity and the free
press. There was just one problem: the letters were all fakes. There
was neither any "Frank Anderfer" in Gainesville nor any "Major F. P.
Hann" in Cuba. Twenty-year-old Frank Hann was actually living in
Gainesville, calling himself "Anderfer" and serving as the medium
for his own letters, written over 600 miles away from the fighting they
purported to describe. 2 From April to June, Hann employed this
ruse to portray himself as a war hero to a national audience, and to
develop sympathy for the nascent Cuban insurgency.
While the battles portrayed in Hann's letters were imaginary, real
fighting took place among the newspapers, first as they competed to
obtain the letters, and later as they sought to distance themselves
from the hoax. Exposes had mocking headlines, such as this one
from the Pittsburgh Commercial Gazette. "His Accounts Bogus-Maj.
Hann Did All His Cuban Fighting in Gainesville, Fla.-It Seemed
Safer There." 3 The Gainesville Sun proclaimed, "It is now evident
that one of the greatest humbugs in the history of newspaperdom in
America is the Maj. Hann letters which have been published in all
the leading papers throughout the United States." 4 Ironically, the
Sun bore much of the responsibility for Hann's success, since it had
forwarded his letters to the national press.
2.

3.
4.

To be clear, "Hann" and "Anderfer" were the same person. Since many of the
contemporary reports use the names as if they were separate individuals, it is
necessary here to sometimes refer to Hann by his alias "Anderfer."
Pittsburgh Commercial Gazette, July 1, 1895. This same paper had printed letters
from Hann onJune 17, 19, and 20.
"Those Letters from Major Hann," Bridgeton Evening News, July 15, 1895,
attributed to Weekly Gainesville Sun, July 4, 1895. Collections of Gainesville
newspapers are incomplete, and we must often cite Sun and Ledger texts
reprinted elsewhere.
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The story has some of the characteristics of a comic opera, with
concealed identities, stolen letters, and a light-hearted conclusion. Yet
it is more than a colorful episode in local history, nearly forgotten for
over a century. Modem research tools, specifically digital newspaper
archives, allow us to trace how the affair grew to international
proportions, with versions of Hann's letters published in Canada,
France, Spain, Panama and the Bahamas. We can also see that his
accounts of the war were often based on others he found in the papers
(many of which were also false). He added his own dramatic touches,
and his versions assumed a life of their own, sometimes with significant
consequences. For example, the New York Heral,d, wired his tale about
the Key West expedition to its Paris offices, and a condensed version
ran in the Heralds European edition on June 18, 1895 under the frontpage headline "Cuban Rebels Receive Help-Expeditions Land Men,
Arms and Money, and They Capture Supplies."
The Heralds article painted a desperate picture for the colonial
authorities and its publication provoked a minor panic on the Paris
financial market, where the Spanish government was selling bonds
to finance the war. According to Le Figaro (June 19), the price of
these bonds declined during morning trading, and then regained
their value once investors had deduced that the Heralds stories had
no basis in fact. 5 Meanwhile the Financial Times of London (June
19) suggested that the bonds' resurgence was due to a late-afternoon
rumor that the Cubans were seeking a truce, a piece of news just as
unfounded as the ones published in the HeraU. 6 The French and
British papers alike interpreted the article's publication as a part of
an unsuccessful ploy by speculators to depress the financial market. 7
5.

6.

7.

"La Bourse," Le Figaro, June 19, 1895. "Spanish colonial bonds are at exactly
the same price. One might have been a bit hesitant, or even discouraged, at
the beginning of the day, since an Anglo-American newspaper published in the
morning the most unfavorable news on the subject of Cuba, but the market has
been solid for the colonials. These schemes to manipulate prices lack, at their
foundation, common sense." See also "La Bourse," Le Gaulois,June 19, 1895.
"Dalziel's Telegram," Financial Times, June 19, 1895. "The Paris Bourse was
quiet on the whole. [French government bonds] were without noticeable
feature and Spanish, in spite of numerous sensational reports floated by bears,
maintained Monday's advance and closed steady, several large purchases being
made. It was reported at the close that the Cuban insurgents are about to
demand a cessation of hostilities."
"It is stated that the Cuban bonds on the Paris Bourse are being much affected
by the various reports as to the progress of the Cuban uprising and officials are
of the opinion that many of the reports of victory and defeat are systematically
circulated for speculative purposes." "Why the Reports Conflict," Chicago InterOcean, July 2, 1895.
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Two Madrid dailies, El Imparcial and La Epoca, mentioned that
the Herald of June 18 contained news about Cuba too absurd to
merit reprinting, nothing but "exaggerations of the filibusterers"
and "an alarmist campaign." The Correo Militar, the Spanish army's
own daily, observed that, while government forces were successfully
restoring order to Cuba, "the filibusterers of North America were
entertaining themselves by telegraphing stupendous things to the
Herald's Paris edition." 8 A translation of the Herald's report did
appear in a Barcelona serial, La Cr6nica de la Guerra en Cuba, and
in a republican newspaper in the Balearic Islands that demanded
explanations from the monarchist authorities in Madrid: "We hope
that the Government will publish an exact account of the war, so
that filibuster reports such as these will not be believed abroad." 9
Within a week, the Spanish Minister in Washington had publicly
denounced the war news coming from Gainesville as the worthless
fabrications of a Cuban propaganda network.
Not only did Hann's letters have passing international
repercussions, but they may have also helped to distort the historical
record of a crucial moment of the Cuban War of Independence. His
version of Jose Martf's death, introduced briefly in the letter cited
above and developed more fully in another, blamed a Cuban named
Oliva for leading Marti into an ambush in exchange for a bounty. 10
This mistaken idea seems to have gained wide credence in the
United States, and while Hann was not the first writer to affirm this,

8.

"Cuba," Correo Militar, June 19, 1895. "The New York Hera/,d today published in
its Paris edition reports from Cuba that have caused profound shock here due
to their unbelievable and absurd nature. It seems to me pointless to transmit
them." "Exageraciones de los Filibusteros," El Imparcia~ June 19, 1895;
"Campana Alarmista," LaEpoca,June 20, 1895. The Hera/,d's article included a
rumor, also false, that the Spanish commander in Cuba had been wounded.
9.
Cuba (Barcelona: Maucci, 1895-1897), 195; Emilio Reverter Delmas, Cuba
Espanola (Barcelona: Martin, 1896) , 450; La Guerra de Cuba (Barcelona: Martin,
1899), 450. "La Insurrecion Cubana," El Liberal, Diario de Union Republicana
(Mahon),June 28, 1895.
10. An informant did give the Spanish the advantage of surprise at the Battle of
Dos Rios, but it was neither an ambush nor a rout, and Marti was killed in
combat, not in cold blood. By most versions, Marti was indeed shot by Antonio
Oliva, a Cuban scout in the service of the Spanish army. However, Oliva was
guiding the forces of Spanish Colonel Jose Ximenes de Sandoval at the time,
and not the insurgent party in which Jose Marti was traveling. Oliva was not
Marti's guide, and thus Marti was not "betrayed into the Spanish hands by a
trusted Cuban guide and shot down in cold blood before he could escape," as
Hann had claimed.
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he must deserve some of the credit for the story's acceptance, since
his letters were published so extensively. 11 The Junior EncycWpedia
Britannica (1897) and at least four popular history books of the
period included some variant of the phrase "led into an ambush
by a treacherous guide" in their description of Marti's death, and
even Charles E. Chapman seems to have repeated this canard in his
History of the Cuban Republic ( 1927) : "A guide betrayed him to the
Spaniards, who ambushed Marti's party and killed them to a man.
Thus perished the acknowledged Father of Cuban Independence." 12
The more general and lasting significance of Hann's hoax is as
a lesson in how the U.S. press was manipulated in the years leading
up to the Spanish-American War of 1898. Historians have debated
the role of the press in inciting that war for over a century. 13 Many

11.

Hann was not the first to advance some version of a betrayal for a bounty. Like
the story about the expedition, the one about the "trusted Cuban guide" also
appears to have come from the New York World. That paper had, on June 13
and 14, printed stories about a guide leading Martf to his death, attributed
to Cuban sources in New York. "Satisfied that Marti is Dead," World, June 13,
1895; "Letter from Maceo's Camp," World, June 14, 1895.
12. Ebenezer Hannaford, Map and History of Cuba from the Latest and Best Authorities:
Including a Clear and Graphic Account of the War of 1895-1897 (Springfield,
OH: Mast, Crowell, and Kirkpatrick, 1897), 19; "Cuba," Junior Encyclopedia
Britannica: A Reference Li&rary of General Knowledge (Chicago: Melvyn, 1897);
Edward Sylvester Ellis, ed., The People's Standard History of the United States,
vol. 7 (New York: Woolfall, 1898), 1859; John R. Musick, The War with Spain:
With a Complete Record of its Causes, with Incidents of the Struggle for Supremacy in
the Western Hemisphere (New York:]. S. Oglivie, 1898), 86; LeRoy Armstrong,
Pictorial Atlas Illustrating the Spanish-American War (Chicago: Iliff, 1899), 18.
Charles E. Chapman, A History of the Cuban Republic (New York: Octagon Books,
1969 ) , 76 [originally published in 1927]. Chapman's research is the subject of
Louis A. Perez, Jr., "Scholarship and the State: Notes on A History of the Cuban
Republic," Hispanic American Historical Review 54, no. 4 (1974): 682-690.
13. Even in 1900, Richard H. Titherington wrote that the role of press
misrepresentations in provoking the war was overstated by contemporary
observers. See History of the Spanish-American War of 1898 (New York: Appleton),
48. Two widely-cited works blaming the ''Yellow Press" for the war are Marcus
M. Wilkerson, Public opinion and the Spanish-American War: A Study in War
Propaganda (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1932); and Joseph
E. Wisan, The Cuban Crisis as Reflected in the New York Press, 1895-1898 (New York:
Octagon Books, 1965) [originally published in 1934].
Subsequent studies found that Wilkerson and Wisan overemphasized
the role of the New York press. See George W. Auxier, "Middle Western
Newspapers and the Spanish American War, 1895-1898," Mississippi Val!,ey
Historical Review 26, no. 4 (1940): 523-534; William]. Schellings, "The Advent
of the Spanish-American War in Florida, 1898," Florida Historical Quarterly 39,
no. 4 (1961): 311-329; Mark Matthew Welter, "Minnesota Newspapers and the
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studies have examined how a few specific newspapers covered U.S.Spanish relations, and often they have given special attention to
editorials just prior to the U.S. declaration of war. This case offers a
different perspective, by focusing on sensational news that circulated
widely at the beginning of the Cuban conflict, when U.S. opinion
was starting to be formed. It also allows us to examine the methods,
motives, and impact of one of the many writers of false news stories
during this period, one especially successful at attracting attention.
In the following three sections, I will attempt to explain (1) why
the letters held such wide appeal as newspaper content; (2) how a
climate of competition in the local and national press facilitated the
spread of the letters, and also eventually led to the exposure of the
hoax; and (3) who may have conspired together with Hann to carry
out the hoax, and why they may have done so.
The first of Frank Hann's "Cuban" letters appeared not in
Gainesville, but in his hometown of Bridgeton, New Jersey, about
40 miles south of Philadelphia. On April 11, 1895, the Bridgeton
Evening News published a message from "Captain F.P. Hann, Sixth
Regiment, Cuban Volunteers" describing his voyage across the
Florida Straits. In hindsight, we can appreciate Hann's ironic
touches: his expedition supposedly embarked on April Fools'
Day under the command of "Colonel Pietro Aretino," alluding

Cuban Crisis, 1895-1898: Minnesota as a Test Ca e for the Yellow Journalism
Theory" (Ph.D. Dis ., University of Minnesota, 1974);Joseph A. Fry, "Silver and
Sentiment: the Nevada Press and the Coming of the Spanish-American War,"
Nevada Historical Society Quarterly 20, no. 4 (1977): 222-239; Marvin . Olasky,
"Hawks or Doves? Texas Press and Spanish-American War," Journalism Quarterly
64 ( 1987): 205-208.
Others indicate that President William McKinley's decision-making was
based on larger economic and political concerns. On this, see Walter LaFeber,
The New Empire: An Interpretation of American Expansion, 1860-1898 (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1998), 401-406 [originally published in 1963]; Louis
A. Perez, Jr., "The Meaning of the Maine. Causation and the Historiography
of the Spanish-American War," Pacific Historical Review 58, no. 3 (1989): 293322; W. Joseph Campbell, Yellow Journalism: Puncturing the Myths, Defining the
Legacies (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2001), 121-123. A recent analysis established
a sort of "middle ground," recognizing that the "Yellow Press" alone did not
cause the war, but the national press created a generally pro-war climate. John
Maxwell Hamilton, Renita Coleman, Bettye Grable, andJaci Cole. "An Enabling
Environment: A Reconsideration of the Press and the Spanish-American War,"
journalism Studies 7, no. 1 (2006): 78-93.
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to the satiric playwright of the Italian Renaissance. 14 The letter
concludes, "Well, I will close hoping that you will see fit to publish
this, being from an old Bridgeton boy." On April 13, this same
letter was reprinted in the New York World under the headline ''A
Jerseyman in Cuba, "and within a week, it had appeared in over two
dozen papers, from Chicago to New Orleans to Portland, Oregon.
It even returned to Florida, running in the Pensacola Journal (April
15) and the Tampa Tribune (April 16).
Hann's initial success inspired a second letter, dated April 8,
that appeared in the Bridgeton paper on April 19, but does not
seem to have been printed anywhere else. The third of Hann's
letters (also published April 19) reached the national press
through the Gainesville Sun, as did nine of the subsequent ten.
From Gainesville, they were usually forwarded to the Daily Florida
Citizen in Jacksonville and on to the Associated Press in Chicago.
Railroads and steamboats carried the major dailies to dozens of
small-town editors, who truncated, summarized, or amalgamated
Hann's reports as they saw fit.
Hann's letters would generally be dated about five days before
their first publication, and marked as written at various places in
and around Puerto Principe (or Camaguey) Province. 15 They
included tall tales about surviving scalp and shoulder wounds, as
well as yellow fever. He promoted himself from captain to major,
and boasted that the Spanish had put a price on his head, dead
or alive. Beyond this personal self-aggrandizement, he painted a
picture of Spanish defeat in Cuba as both just and inevitable, by
exaggerating the military capabilities of the Cubans, the cruelty of
the Spanish, and the strength of rebel ties with the U.S.

14.

15.

Pietro Aretino (1492-1556) was known for publishing sarcastic letters and
often received favors from public figures who sought to avoid becoming
the subject of his writing. As Jacob Burkhardt argued, "Aretino made all his
profit out of a complete publicity, and in a certain sense may be considered
the father of modern journalism." See J acob Burkhardt, The Civilization of the
Renaissance in Italy (New York: Macmillan, 1904), 165 [originally published in
1878). Hann wisely arranged for "Col. Aretino" to be killed in combat (Ap1il
20) and replaced with a more plausible "Col. Rodriguez" (May 6).
In this article, Hann 's letters are referred to by the dates they were supposedly
written, and not by the date they were first published. It seems clear that the
letters were "backdated" to appear more authentic.
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Regarding the Cuban forces, Hann described the men under
Gomez alone as numbering over 15,000 at a time when the U.S.
consulate in Havana estimated those forces as no more than
2,000. 16 He also reported the conquests of major towns, such as
Puerto Principe (his letter dated May 2), Guaimaro (May 6), Las
Tunas (June 10) and Manati (June 17), none of which were actually
occupied by the rebels until much later. In his May 6 letter, Hann
claimed participation in a fantastic battle in which 1,000 Spaniards
had been killed, wounded or captured and that General Juan
Salcedo was probably among the dead, when the general was
actually very much alive in another province. Hann closed one
of his last letters (dated June 15) boasting that the Cubans were
preparing to commandeer one of Spain's cruisers.
Hann's accounts were also intended to arouse animosity toward
the Spanish. As mentioned earlier, the letters dated June 10 and 16
described Jose Marti as having been led to his slaughter by aJudaslike guide, alluding to a Biblical struggle between good and evil.
Another description of cruelty appeared in his letter of June 14,
in which he claimed that Spaniards had burned the Cuban village
of Arequipa and massacred its inhabitants, including women and
children. That there is no record today of such a village is not
due to the thoroughness of the Spanish in their destruction of the
place, but because it never existed. 17
Most significantly, Hann described a fictional situation in which
rebels and U.S. volunteers were working in close cooperation,
contributing to a perception of the Cuban conflict that would
eventually be used to justify U.S. military intervention. Hann
also claimed that prominent Americans were already aiding the
insurrection so as to encourage others to join the winning side. His
letters were actually part of a larger body of fabrications about U.S.
volunteers in Cuba, and he sometimes intertwined his own stories
with the others. For example, in April, many papers carried bogus
reports about Cuban agents enlisting a company of volunteers in

16.

Consul General Ramon 0. Williams to Assistant Secretary of State Edwin F.
Uhl, Havana, July 20, 1895, ational Archives and Records Administration,
ConsularDespatchesfromHavana (Microfilm T-20, Reel 121).
17. No "Arequipa, Cuba" appears on contemporary maps, including the Official
Map of Cuba (Chicago: George F. Cram, 1895), and the Atlas of the World (New
York: Rand McNally, 1898) among those consulted.
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Fort Worth, Texas. 18 Soon afterwards, Hann wrote about the arrival
in his camp of a group from Fort Worth and he invented details
about the company's victories in subsequent reports. He made
conditions in Cuba sound attractive to prospective recruits, and
the Gainesville Sun of June 23 briefly noted that "R.F. Anderfer is
now receiving letters asking for information in reference to joining
the Cuban cause."
Hann's hoax offers a glimpse into the fluid boundaries
between journalism, literary imagination, and foreign policy in
the late nineteenth century. Editors around the country selected
his letters for publication because they were timely, dramatic, and
written in a popular style, at a time when most newspapers offered
readers a varied (and poorly distinguished) mix of information
and entertainment. 19 The Philadelphia North American specifically
compared Hann to one of the period's most widely-read writers of
military fiction and light martial histories: "From the sunny isle of
Cuba, now devastated by the ravages of war, comes a romance that
would do credit to Captain [Charles] King." 20 The Pennsylvania
Grit Quly 7, 1895) described Hann's reading habits: "He read
romances and books of valorous deeds on battlefields and studied
authorities on military affairs. [ ... ] He had few companions, and
his evenings were usually spent at home in reading war stories that
fired him with an ambition to win fame on the field of battle."

18.

"Recruits for Cuba from Texas," Roanoke Times, April 14, 1895; "Recruits for the
Revolutionists," Omaha Bee, April 14, 1895. Other examples include "Cuban
Agents at Work in Alabama Recruiting for the Insurgent Army," New Odeans
Picayune, April 7, 1895; "To Fight For Cuba-Agents of the Patriots Enlisting
Recruits in the Southern States," Atlanta Constitution, May 13, 1895; "Insurgents
Hiring Eastern Toughs," Chicago Tribune, June 18, 1895; "Recruits for Cuba:
Agents for Insurgents Have Enlisted Men in Denver" Rocky Mountain News, July
12, 1895. Statements of Cuban officials, however, tended to discourage U.S.
volunteers. See "Asks Aid: Ammunition is What Gomez Desires from American
Sympathizers," Minneapolis Penny Press, June 12, 1895; "Arms, not Men,
eeded," New York Times, June 23, 1895; "Arms Wanted, ot Men," Morning
Oregonian, July 3, 1895.
19. Kristen Roggenkamp, Narrating The News: New journalism And Literary Genre In
Late Nineteenth-Century American Newspapers and Fiction (Kent, OH: Kent State
University Press, 2005).
20. "Fighting for Cuba's Freedom," Philadelphia North American, July 2, 1895.
Captain (later General) Charles King (1844-1933) wrote dozens of novels,
many of which were published serially in Lippincott's Monthly Magazine of
Philadelphia.
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Even the Philadelphia R.ecord, which did not carry Hann's letters and
considered them likely to be bogus, noted that they were "quite
readable." 21
Hann was certainly not alone in straddling the boundary of
war fiction and war journalism. Many respected writers, editors,
and publishers of this period tended to move with ease between
the two genres. Some of the leading literary figures, including
Rudyard Kipling, Stephen Crane, and Richard Harding Davis were
journalists also known for their military fiction. For example,
Crane, like Hann, began his writing career as a contributor to a
small-town New Jersey paper, and his R.ed Badge of Courage (1895)
began to appear in serialized form in newspapers just a few months
before Hann began to send his letters from Gainesville. 22 Crane
and Davis would eventually become war correspondents in Cuba,
and thanks to Davis's reporting on the Battle of San Juan Hill,
"Colonel Roosevelt" became nationally known as the American
hero of the Cuban fighting, just a few years after "Major Hann" had
had his similar moment of glory.
Davis and Hann were neighbors of a sort in Philadelphia. 23 The
Davis family home was at the corner of Chancellor Place and 21 st
Street, near posh Rittenhouse Square, while the Hann residence
was at Chancellor Place and 32nd Street, near the train station
and the almshouse in West Philadelphia, across the Schuylkill
River from the center city. 24 While Hann was writing his letters
in a Gainesville boarding house, Davis was in a Cape Cod resort,
finishing a travelogue entitled Three Gringos in Central America and
Venezuela ( 1896), and preparing to write the novel Soldier of Fortune
( 1897). Linked by their home address and their subject matter,

21.
22.

23.

24.

"Anderfer's Stanch Ally: 'Major Hann' Was a Bridgeton Lad," Philadelphia
Record, July 3, 1895.
The Red Badge of Courage began in serial form in December 1894. Of course,
this work was notable as a realistic departure from the romanticized war fiction
that Hann read and wrote.
The 1900 U.S. Census shows another writer as the next-door neighbor of the
Hann family in West Philadelphia. Lillian C. Whiteley wrote juvenile fiction
as "Elsie Leigh Whittlesey" and "Rosanna Watson" in Golden Days and the
Inquirer. We cannot establish their acquaintance in 1895, since the Hanns were
then living a few blocks away on Chancellor Place, but perhaps she wrote the
anonymous Grit article about "Frank Harm" based on family interviews.
Lemuel Clarke Davis, father of Richard Harding Davis, was managing editor of
the Philadelphia Public Ledger, one of the papers that published Hann 's june 10
letter.
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yet separated by their social circumstances, we can see Hann as
a sort of working-class aspirant to Davis's sophisticated world of
international adventure.
Just as it is important to understand how Frank Hann, as a
reader and writer, fit into the literary world of his time, it is also
important to understand how his fictional character, "Major
Hann," related to the contemporary imagination. Modern scholars
have examined the discussion of Cuba in the U.S. press and in
U.S. popular literature of the 1890s, and have found that it often
involved a personification of the United States as an emerging actor
in international affairs. Amy Kaplan has noted that, in foreign
affairs reporting, the nation was often represented as a hero in a
romanticized adventure story:
Popular journalism has long been accorded a major role in
galvanizing popular support for U.S. entry into war against
Spain. [ ... ]Less well known is the contribution of popular
fiction to creating this jingoistic atmosphere [ ... ] Many
journalistic narratives followed the script of the historical
romance, rendering America as a manly hero rescuing a
foreign princess and her land from a tyrannical master. 25
Robert E. May and Shelley Streeby have described how the
figure of the filibuster had long been glorified as a model of U.S.
masculinity and as a justification of U.S. ambitions of territorial
annexation. 26 Kristin Hoganson has explained the public interest
in accounts of the Cuban war in terms of a general preoccupation
with manly vigor, both in the average U.S. male and in U.S. foreign
policy, at the end of the nineteenth century. 27 The story of Cuba as

25.

Amy Kaplan, "Romancing the Empire: The Embodiment of American
Masculinity in the Popular Historical Novel of the 1890s," American Literary
History 2, no. 4 (1990): 659-690.
26. Robert E. May, ''Young American Males and Filibustering in the Age of Manifest
Destiny: The United States Army as a Cultural Mirror," journal of American
History 78, no. 3 (1991): 857-886; Shelley Streeby, American Sensations: Class,
Empire, and the Production of Popular Culture (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2002). See also Charles H . Brown, Agents of Manifest Destiny: the Lives and
Times of the Filibusters (Chapel Hill: University of orth Carolina Press, 1980).
27. Kristin L. Hoganson, Fighting/or American Manhood: How Gender Politics Provoked
the Spanish-American and Philippine-American War ( ew Haven: Yale University
Press, 1998), 45. It is interesting to note that often the Hann letters ran on the
same page as newspaper advertisements for patent medicines purporting to
restore lost manliness.
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a "damsel in distress" waiting to be saved was a device used often in
the press before 1898, and specific cases are examined by Kristen
Roggenkamp and W.Joseph Campbell. 28 Louis A. Perez, Jr. notes
that in political cartoons of the prewar period, Uncle Sam was
often depicted as a knight rescuing a fair Cuban maiden, and as
a kind protector watching over a helpless Cuban child in postwar
illustrations. 29 Both these idealized or metaphorical descriptions
of Cuba diminished the central role of the Cubans in their own
quest for self-government, while they justified U.S. management of
Cuban affairs, and masked U.S. geopolitical ambitions.
In a similar manner, presenting Cuba's War of Independence
as an adventure story narrated in the first person by a young
Philadelphian served to raise interest in the insurrection among
U.S. readers accustomed to this kind ofliterature, but it also tended
to overstate the very small role that U.S. volunteers played in what
was then mainly a Cuban effort. 30 The appeal of Hann's story to
newspaper readers in the United States probably had less to do
with concern for the Cubans themselves and more with the image
that Hann presented of a young and active United States abroad.
In 1895, there was a heightened concern about the ability of the
U.S. to enforce the Monroe Doctrine of containing European
(especially British) expansion in the Americas.
The character of Major Hann, in his fictional adventures,
personified the New World standing up to the Old. For example,
when the editor of the Leadville (CO) Herald-Democrat gave one
of Hann's letters an extended headline that included the phrases
"Texas Rangers Are Fighting ... Aiding Cuba in Her Struggle for
Freedom" and "Haughty Dons on the Run," he was defining the
28.

Kristen Roggenkamp, "The Evangelina Cisneros Romance, Medievalist Fiction,
and the Journalism that Acts," journal of American & Comparative Cultures 23,
no. 2 (2000): 25-37; W. Joseph Campbell, " ot a Hoax: New Evidence in the
NewYorkJournal's Rescue of Evangelina Cisneros," Americanjoumalism 19, no.
4 (2002): 67-94.
29. Louis A. Perez, Jr. , Cuba in the American Imagination: Metaphor and the Imperial
Ethos (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008); Louis A. Perez,
Jr., The War of 1898: The United States and Cuba in History and Historiography
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998).
30. "Hundreds of Cuban-born, naturalized U.S. citizens returned to their home
island to support the uprising, and contemporary U.S. newspapers gave the
impression that scores of Anglos also flocked to join the revolution. The actual
number was around 30." Quotation from Benjamin R. Beede, The War of 1898
and US Interventions, 1898-1934: An Encyclopedia (New York: Garland, 1994) ,
452.
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combat on the island as the democratic United States against
imperialist Europe. 31 Little consideration was given to the idea
that Major Hann himself might represent a new kind of imperialist.
Hann and his rugged Texan friends embodied an image that the
editor and many other Americans wanted for their nation, unlike
that of the moderate Cleveland administration, which was criticized
as timid by populist Democrats and expansionist Republicans alike
ahead of the 1896 election.
A few Cubans may have been willing to recycle the Major Hann
story to keep their cause in the news. In October, various papers
cited a press release from the "Cuban Junta" in New York that said
that volunteer "Lieutenant Clapp" of Florida had won a victory over a
much larger Spanish force, with details reminiscent of Hann's letter
of May 6. 32 However, many other Cubans would have rejected the
idea that the cause of "Cuba Libre" was dependent on American
mercenary officers for its success. 33 There is no evidence that Major
Hann received any attention in Patria, for example, one of the
leading Cuban publications in the United States. 34 Cuban nationalists
may have realized that such false stories would eventually allow the
American public to stake a claim to their struggle. For many years
after the war, the United States considered itself entitled to deny Cuba
its full independence, contributing to tensions that have persisted for
over a century.
Hann's June 15 letter provided yet another false account of
U.S. support for the Cuban side, describing the presence of some
800 U.S. volunteers, including complete units from Texas and

31.

"The Ranger can always be counted on to shoot true for civilization and
progress," , Fort Worth Gazette, May 17, 1895, reprinted in San Anton io Daily
Light, May 26, 1895.
32. "One Thousand Slain: Spaniards Lose H eavily in a Recent Engagement,"
Chicago Inter-Ocean, October 15, 1895; "Won by Insurgents," San Francisco Call,
October 16, 1895.
33. Many Cubans wanted a purely Cuban struggle, while the "official representatives"
of the Cuban Republic in Washington and New York cultivated U.S. support.
See Louis A. Perez, Cuba between Empires, 1878-1902 (Pittsburgh: University of
Pittsburgh Press, 1983), 89-137; Gerald Eugene Poyo , With All, an dfor the Good
ofAll: The Emergence of Popular N ationalism in the Cuban Communities of the United
States, 1848-1898 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1989), 112-137; and Lillian
Guerra, The Myth ofJose Marti: Conflicting Nationalisms in Early Twentieth-Century
Cuba (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 13-21.
34. For example, the available issues of Patria (June 18 and 25) made no mention
of what Hann described as "the most important expedition that has landed on
Cuban soil from the United States."
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Georgia, in Gomez's army. 35 The Fort Worth Gazette of June 23
proudly carried the letter on the front page, under the headline
'~ Fort Worth Sharpshooters Have a Prominent Part in the Cuban
War for Independence." This same letter did arouse suspicion in
Georgia, however, and the Macon Telegraph published a short item
asking about one of Hann's invented fellow officers:
"Who is Maj. Jennings of Georgia? The gallant major does
not hail from Macon, but a special from Gainesville, Fla. to
the St. Louis Post-Dispatch says Maj. Jennings of Georgia is
down in Cuba at the head of 324 Georgians and Floridians
fighting under Gen. Gomez. He certainly does not hail
from these parts, and no one has been found who knows
him. Perhaps if he succeeds in winning enough fame to
speak of, Atlanta will locate him as a citizen of that city." 36
Soon many other questions were raised about Major Hann
and his letters from Cuba. For a week in mid:June 1895, Hann's
letters seemed to be arriving in Gainesville on an almost-daily basis:
five were published between June 17 and 24. This prolific output
attracted the attention of the newly-appointed Spanish Minister
to Washington, Enrique Dupuy de Lome. 37 On June 25, various
papers carried a statement by the diplomat denouncing the news
from Gainesville as part of a body of falsehoods fabricated by rebel
sympathizers around Florida. It read, in part:
"I am surprised at the systematic manner in which this
propaganda of misinformation is sent out from the
centers of Cuban sympathy, Tampa, Key West, Jacksonville,
35.

36.

37.

Most papers ran the June 15 letter as reliable news, but a few gave a brief
sarcastic summary: "Gomez's Alleged 'Army'-Gainesville, Fla., June 20- R.F.
Anderfer has received a letter from Major Hann of the Cuban revolutionary
army which declares that General Gomez's army consists of 15,000 fighting
men." It was published in the Frederick News, the Middletown Argus, the
Shenandoah Evening Herald and the Tyrone Herald, all on June 20, 1895.
"Major Jennings of Georgia: He Is Said to Be Fighting the Spaniards in Cuba,"
Macon Telegraph, June 24, 1895. The humorous article continues, "Macon,
however, is in sympathy with the side on which Major Jennings is fighting and
will not object to making him a citizen if there is anything left of him after
he gets through with the Spaniards and yellow fever. The average Georgian,
however, does not have to go away from home to have a fight if he wants one
real bad, and can generally get it in any shape or fashion he might choose."
Dupuy de Lome later became infamous for criticizing President McKinley in a
leaked private letter. See Carlos Garcia Barron, "Enrique Dupuy de Lome and
the Spanish American War, " The Americas 36, no. 1 (1979): 39-58.
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Gainesville and Nassau [ ... T]hese centers keep furnishing
reports of bloody battles, the killing of generals, although
no such battles or casualties occur. [ ... ] Tampa will first
tell the story of a fictitious battle. The next day Gainesville
furnishes another report of the same battle. Then it comes
from Jacksonville and a little later from Nassau so that the
fighting is made to serve for several weeks."
Dupuy de Lome did not mention Major Hann by name, but
the reports from Gainesville to which he referred could only have
been Hann's, and he ridiculed their exaggerated numbers and
geographic inconsistencies. 38 The Kansas City Star asked, "Will the
Major try to vindicate himself by challenging the Minister, or are
his hands and brains too fully engrossed at present keeping out of
the way of the Spaniards and sending out fanciful stories?" 39 Various
newspapers juxtaposed the statement of the Spanish diplomat with
the latest letter from Hann, and attention soon shifted from the
supposed activities of Major Hann in Cuba, to those of "Frank
Anderfer" in Gainesville.
A series of strange events occurred over the next few days,
causing great excitement among the citizens of Gainesville.
"Anderfer" had been found on the night of June 25, unconscious
in a vacant lot near the train station. Once revived, he told
reporters that he had been returning from a late-night meeting
with a contact bringing new information from Cuba when he was
ambushed by two individuals who had beaten him, drugged him
by injection, and stolen the letter just received. Alachua County
Sheriff H. M. Tillis sent out bloodhounds after the assailants,
one of whom was described as a "burly negro," but the trail went
cold somewhere east of town. Various papers hypothesized that
Spanish agents were responsible. 40 Two local doctors who attended
38.

39.
40.

"First Class War Fakes: The Spanish Minister at Washington Denounces Some
of the Reports from Cuba," Macon Telegraph, June 25, 1895; "Hoax Battles"
Galveston Daily N ews, June 25, 1895.
Editorial, Kansas City Star, June 25, 1895.
"Four
Shots
Were Fired and Frank Anderfer Was Then Found Unconscious,"
Florida Times Union, June 27, 1895; "Mystery of Anderfer: Major Hann 's
Interpreter Waylaid in Gainesville," Florida Citizen, June 27, 1895," "Sandbagged
and Robbed: Anderfer Comes to His Senses and Tells a Strange Story," Florida
Citizen, June 28, 1895; "Anderfer Himself Again: 'Cuban Major's' Friend Has
'Regained' Consciousness," Florida Times Union, June 28, 1895; "Anderfer Is
Conscious," Gainesville Daily Sun, June 28, 1895; "A Mysterious Case: Mr. J. S.
Twomey Tells of a Miraculous Occurrence," Tampa Weekly Tribune, July 4, 1895.
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Anderfer differed on whether he had actually been assaulted, and
Gainesville opinion was soon divided.
The next day, the sheriff did make arrests, but not in the assault
case. Rather, Anderfer and three friends with whom he shared
a room in a boarding house were charged with cracking the safe
of the Florida Central and Peninsular Railroad. The bedridden
Anderfer was placed under house arrest, and his roommates, who
were jailed overnight, denounced their arbitrary imprisonment
in the Sun and hired a lawyer to sue the railroad for damages. 41
Charges against all four were soon dropped for lack of evidence
but, while Anderfer was confined to his room, some prominent
local citizens questioned him about his supposed Cuban letters.
Major John W. Tench asked Anderfer to produce one of the
"Greek cipher" letters, which was then taken to the Reverend
John T. Hundley of the First Baptist Church. Hundley reported
that it contained neither any complex code nor any description
of a Cuban battle. In fact, it seemed to be a friendly letter, in
Greek letters, from someone back home in Philadelphia. Soon
afterwards, Tench, Hundley and others called on Anderfer, and
asked him to translate the text aloud for them. He invented a war
story unrelated to the real contents and within a few days, it would
become apparent that Hann and Anderfer were one and the same,
and no more letters from "Major Hann" would be published.
Hann is clearly an "unreliable narrator" in his manufactured
Cuban letters, but the contemporary newspaper accounts about
him are not much more objective. In the days following the
"attack," Hann was generally described as a victim by those news
organizations that had been part of his exclusive distribution
network, namely the Sun in Gainesville, the Citizen in Jacksonville,
and the Associated Press (AP) in Chicago, and as a fraud by the
rival newspapers and wire services that did not receive the letters.
A climate of active competition for sensational news had allowed
the hoax to go on for nearly three months, but it also led to Major
Hann's eventual unmasking.
41.

Hann's roommates, Eugene Gauthier, Emmitt Lilly, and William Scott,
unsuccessfully sued the railroad for $15,000 apiece, according to the Ancient
Records of the Alachua County Clerk's Office, judgment Docket 8 (1894-1897),
252-253, 349-350. Mr. Jim Powell kindly furnished records of the suits against
the railroad and against Station Manager Henry E. Day, who had sworn a
complaint against "Andifer" and his three associates on June 25, the same
evening as Hann's "attack." Arrested on the 26'\ they were freed on the 27th,
when Day withdrew his complaint.
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In a note in its May 26 edition, the Gainesville Sun made the
ironic boast that it was outdoing other papers by having its own
correspondent on the battlefield in Cuba. ''You can't keep up with
the Cuban rebellion by reading newspaper reports. If you want
the news, go to Cuba for it. This is one time the Press has been
out-generaled." Young John 0. LaFontisee, the 23-year old city
editor of the Sun and special correspondent for the Florida Citizen,
was a key figure in the affair, receiving the letters from "Anderfer,"
publishing them in Gainesville and sending them on to Jacksonville
and Chicago.
LaFontisee described his source as well-educated and honestly
employed, first as a hotel waiter during the tourist season and later
as a brickmaker's assistant, apparently responding to charges in
other newspapers that Anderfer was a tramp living off the sale of
his letters. 42 After the supposed attack, LaFontisee's initial reports
in the Sun Qune 28) and in the Citizen Qune 27, 28, and 29) were
highly sympathetic to the "victim." When local authorities began
to question Anderfer, LaFontisee began to modify his position
somewhat, but as late as July 4, he and the Sun were still maintaining
that Hann and Anderfer could in fact be different individuals and
that the letters somehow might not be fakes. 43
Publisher Henry H. McCreary's Gainesville Sun was a morning
paper that had existed in one form or another since 1876. In early
1895, a second paper had appeared in Gainesville, the Evening
Ledger, and competition was fierce, since the market was a small one
for two dailies. The Ledger was highly critical of the Sun's supposed
Cuban letters in the few fragments we have of its coverage, one of
which appeared in the Times-Union, the Atlanta Constitution and the
Savannah Morning News (all onJune 28), and in the New York Times
Qune 29). 44

42.

A Gainesville boarding house at which Anderfer stayed was run by a relative of
LaFontisee 's, according to Caroline Julia LaFontisee Palmer, LaFontisee L etters
(Gainesville: Privately Printed, 1962). The 1897 Sanborn Map of Gainesville
shows the Osborne House at the corner of Garden and Roper Streets, today a
courthouse parking lot, at SW 1•1 Street and SW 4t11 Avenue.
43. Various items from the GainesviUe Sun's weekly edition of July 4 were
reproduced in "Those Letters from Major Hann," Bridgeton Evening News, July
15, 1895.
44. "Anderfer Himself Again," F/,orida Times-Union, June 28, 1895; "A Fakir
Assaulted," Atlanta Constitution, June 28, 1895; "Fake Letters on Cuba's War,"
Savannah Morning News, June 28, 1895; "Suspected of 'Faking' Cuban News,"
New York Times,June 29, 1895.
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It now appears to the heretics that the Major Hann letters,
alleged to have been written from Cuba to one R. F. Anderfer
of this city, constitute a very ingenious fake, devised by
Anderfer for advertising himself, or for making money out
of the newspapers. How these letters managed to escape
Spanish espionage, if they are authentic, and reach their
destination here promptly and with regularity in five days is
as mysterious as the conduct of Anderfer when he was found
Tuesday night, lying unconscious in a vacant lot and grasping
a revolver, from which four shots had just been fired. The
curious would like to see one of the original letters, which
are alleged to have been written in Greek cipher, scrutinizing
the postmark and have it explained why the letters are not
received through the Gainesville post office.

Major Tench, who had finally confronted "Anderfer" and asked
him to produce and decipher one of his letters from Cuba, was
affiliated with the Ledger, as was briefly noted in the Ocala Banner
Quly 5): "The author of the Major Hann Cuban letters was run
to ground last Saturday by the 'Major' of the GainesviUe Ledger." 45
Not only did the Ledger seek to unmask Hann and LaFontisee as
frauds, it also tried to dampen the war fever the Sun had been
encouraging, running at least two editorials supporting President
Cleveland's policy of non-interference in Cuban affairs.
These editorials in the Gainesville Ledger attracted attention in
the Spanish-language press of New York and even in Madrid and
Barcelona. 46 In August, a pro-Spanish paper in New York, Las

45.

46.

Rivals Tench of the Ledger and McCreary of the Sun had once been partners
in a Gainesville newspaper called the Alachua Advocate. See Rowell's American
Newspaper Directory (1883 edition), 44. John C. Luning and Adrian P. Jordan
(also of the Leesburg Commercial and the Punta Gorda Herald) were the Ledgers
publishers of record at the time.
The editorial "Sober Second Thought," is referred to in a microfilmed issue
of the Weekly Ledger (August 31), along with some praise from the Spanish
editor of Las Novedades. However, we lack the original editorial in English.
An editorial from the Ledger, perhaps the same one, appeared as "La Verdad
Sobre Cuba," La Iberia, September 11, 1895; and Correspondencia de Espana,
September 12, 1895, and as "Los Laborantes Cubanos," La Epoca, September
23, 1895, prefaced with "In the same Florida that elected Senator Call, and
where thousands of Cuban cigarmaker emigres are agitating, the truth about
the insurrection is coming to light. We have here what a newspaper from that
state, the Ledger, has written against the filibusterers and those who aid in
their fabulous inventions and schemes."
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Novedades, translated one with the added comment, "We are very
much gratified at the tone of the foregoing article, for it requires
peculiar courage to speak out like this in Florida." One also ran in
three different Madrid dailies and in the Barcelona magazine La
flustraci6n Ibbica, which said the editorial was proof that influential
U.S. newspapers were coming around to Spain's point of view. In
fact, the Ledger had already lost its battle with the Sun and ceased
publication as its "influence" was being touted in Spain. 47 The
text contained a passage here translated back into English: "With
the exception of some impulsive and excitable youths, of the type
found everywhere, who are attracted to and captivated by the sort
of romanticism associated with bandits fighting in the hills, the
Spaniards of Cuba are opposed to the insurrection." Local readers
of the Ledger would have identified Hann and LaFontisee among
Gainesville's own "excitable youths," a reference certainly lost on
the Spanish public.
The Gainesville papers tied their differing views on the Cuban
war with local politics, reflecting the division of the Democratic Party
into populist and conservative camps. At one point, the populist
Sun attempted to link the Cuban cause with publisher McCreary's
campaign to regulate the railroads. It defended Anderfer and his
friends against the flimsy charges of robbery, faulted the railroad
for poor detective work and insinuated that their arrest was carried
out by those who would support the rule existing in Spanish
Cuba: "Such actions smack too much of the methods in vogue in
monarchies to suit American citizens." 48 The more conservative
Gainesville Ledger, on the other hand, identified the rebellion in
Cuba as a race revolt that was being misrepresented as a fight for
freedom to impressionable carpetbaggers (presumably including
those associated with the Sun). "If not for this, the insurrection
would not have achieved any more significance than a Pennsylvania
miners' strike." 49

47.
48.
49.

"La Insurreccion en Cuba," La Ilustraci6n Jbbica 13, no. 664, September 21,
1895: 595.
"A Card of Thanks" and "The law authorizing the arrest. .. " Gainesville Daily
Sun,June 28, 1895.
Translated from the Ledger's editorial as printed in Madrid, "La Verdad Acerca
de Cuba," La Iberia, September 11, 1895. These comments may have been
intended to remind Gainesville readers that both Hann (from the Philadelphia
area) and LaFontisee (born in upstate New York of French-Canadian parents)
were Northern interlopers.
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In Jacksonville, two of the leading papers were the longestablished Florida Times-Union and the upstart Daily Florida Citizen,
launched in 1893. 50 As in Gainesville, the rivalry between the city's
leading newspapers had to do with both circulation share and
political differences. The Citizen was identified with the railroads
and the gold standard, while the Times-Union was allied with the
populist wing of the Democratic Party, until it was taken over by the
Citizen in 1897. 51 On June 30, 1895 the two Sunday papers provided
contrasting versions of the events in Gainesville.
The Citizen's coverage, partially written by LaFontisee, raised
serious doubts about Anderfer's identity, but avoided passing
a final judgment. A physical description of Anderfer (reported
from Gainesville) and one of Hann (received from relatives in
Philadelphia) were printed together, and, of course, the two were
very similar. However, the Citizen left open the possibility that
Anderfer would yet explain his relationship to Hann once he
recovered from his injuries. The Times-Union's headline allowed
no such room for doubt: "Fools Bit at the Fakes-The Mystery
About the 'Cuban Letters' Explained-Pal of Anderfer PeachesJ.O. Lafontisee Admits the Letters Are Rank Fakes-Manufactured
Lies for Money-An Alleged Jacksonville Paper Bit at the FakesAnderfer Probably Wanted in Philadelphia."
Within a week, the story had degenerated from a serious affair
to something of a joke around Florida. The weekly edition of the
Tampa Tribune, published July 4, drew from the daily editions of the
preceding days, and traced this change over time. For example,
a report on page 2 expressed outrage at the apparent attack on
Anderfer, and suggested lynching the perpetrators. "The Spanish
people are now put on their guard. Such conduct as that, if it is
true, will not be tolerated on American soil, and if one of their
emissaries engaged in that kind of business is caught, Judge Lynch
will set in judgment on his case with all possible haste." Page 4
of the same edition ridiculed the gullible Gainesville public after
Hann's identity had finally been revealed. '"Major Hann' turns

50.
51.

No issues of a third Jacksonville paper, the Metropolis, were available for
consultation.
Tracy E. Danese, "Railroads, Farmers and Senatorial Politics: The Florida
Railroad Commission in the 1890s," Florida Historical Quarterly 75, no. 2 (Fall
1996): 146-166; "Plot to Carry Florida," Atlanta Constitution, September 1, 1896;
''.Jacksonville Papers Merge," Atlanta Constitution, September 9, 1897.
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out to be a giant fake. Andifer [sic] turns out to be Hann and
Gainesville 'turns out' to be sold." 52 The editors of the Bradford
County Te/,egraph in Starke also chimed in on the affair, observing
that "Gainesville is becoming quite sensational in her old age." 53
The rivalry in Jacksonville between the Citizen and the TimesUnion had national implications because of their affiliations with
competing wire services. The Citizen forwarded the letters to the
Chicago-based Associated Press (AP), which tended to dominate
the field west of the Appalachians. The AP had grown quickly
at the expense of the older, New York-based United Press (UP),
not related to the twentieth century organization of the same
name. 54 The letters, as exclusive news material, became an issue
of contention between the Chicago and New York organizations.
The UP had a contract with the Southern Press Association
(SAP), which included the Times-Union, the Atlanta Constitution,
and the Char/,eston News-Courier, among others. A few Southern
papers, however, were abandoning the regional group for the
AP, and chief among these was the New Or/,eans Picayune, which
prominently published most of Hann's letters. After the hoax was
revealed, the UP and SAP ridiculed the AP's reliance on fraudulent
sources. Among the headlines were "Anderfer's Letters All Fakes:
The Cuban News He Has Been Furnishing the Associated Press
Absolutely Without Basis in Fact" (New York Times) and "A Fakir
Caught and Where the Chicago Associated Press Gets its Cuban
News Ascertained" (Birmingham Age-Herald) .55 The Picayune's rival,
the New Orleans Times-Democrat, complained sarcastically that the
"A Mysterious Case: Mr.]. S. Twomey Tells of a Miraculous Occurrence," and
"Editorial Brevities," Tampa Weekly Tribune, July 4, 1895. The page 4 editorial
section also made light of this: "The Gainesville Ledger shies another startler
into a crowd of pencil pushers: 'That two men should hold and try to murder
another merely for receiving letters from Cuba or anywhere else, unless from
another man 's wife, is an idea wholly deficient in spissitude. "'
53. Editorial comments, Bradford County Telegraph, July 5, 1895.
54. This United Press had been the New York Associated Press, and the Associated
Press based in Chicago was once the Western Associated Press. A. Schwarzlose,
The Nations Newsbrokers: The Rush to Institution, 1865-1920, vol. 2 (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 1990) , 149-181; Susan R. Brooker-Gross, "News
Wire Services in the Nineteenth-Century United States," Journal of Historical
Geography 7, no. 2 (1981): 167-179.
55. New York Times, July 1, 1895, Birmingham Age-Herald, June 30, 1895. See also
"Difficult News Management: Chicago Associated Press in Peril of Reporting
Kurds in Santiago," New York Times, January 8, 1896; "Associated Press
Unreliable: Another Blunder Added to Its Already Large List-How the Public
Was Deceived by Alleged ews," New York Times, January 9, 1896.
52.
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Cuban conflict had become positively boring without any new
reports from Major Hann. 56
However, the United Press was not above publishing Hann's
letters since one of them had been circulated by both national wire
services on June 17. 57 The Times-Union supposedly obtained Hann's
June 10 letter by dishonest means involving a telegraph messenger,
and it soon ran in dozens of SAP and UP affiliates around the
country, including four in New York City (the Herald, the Sun, the
Times and the Tribune), with a summary appearing in the Herald's
Paris edition the next day. 58 Many of these were the same papers
that would soon happily denounce the Hann letters as AP fakes.
The June 10 letter, describing the Key West expedition and the
ambush of Marti, was an especially timely piece of news, since
President Cleveland had days earlier proclaimed that materially
supporting the Cubans was a violation of Federal neutrality laws.
It was also timely for the United Press, since the SAP membership,
in a meeting the day after the letter's publication, voted to renew
its contract with the UP, rather than merge with the AP. 59
Even after the hoax had been discovered, the AP briefly tried
to revive the idea that the letters might somehow be authentic. On
July 2, a report that a Philadelphia businessman had vouched for
Anderfer's identity ran as "A Strange Combine: Anderfer is Not an
Impostor and the Hann Letters Were All Right," in the San Antonio
Daily Light and as "The Florida Mystery: Andifer [sic] Regaining
the Confidence of the People" in the Memphis Commercial Appeal. 60
This article was contradicted the next day by a UP report that
the Anderfers of Bridgeton were unaware of anyone fitting the
description given of their supposed relative in Gainesville. This
56.
57.
58.

59.

60.

Times-Democrat of July 20 cited in "La Revoluci6n Cubana," Diario del Hogar,
July 26, 1895.
"Frank Hann's Confession," Bridgeton Evening News, July 22, 1895.
"Eluded Two Cruisers," New York Herald, June 17, 1895; "Spain Wants More
Ships," New York Sun, June 17, 1895; "To Patrol Cuban Waters," New York Times,
June 17, 1895; "Insurgents Gain Ground," New York Tribune,June 17, 1895. A
summary of the letter ran in the Paris edition of the New York Herald on June 18
under the title "Cuban Rebels Receive Help. "
"Satisfied That They Have the Best: The Southern Associated Press Will Stand
by the United Press," New York Times, June 19, 1895. The Southern papers did
leave the old United Press in 1897, giving the AP a near-monopoly.
Also "Anderfer in a Serious Condition," Picayune, July 2, 1895, "New
Developments Expected," Galveston Daily News, July 3, 1895; "Anderfer Not a
Fraud: Says He Will Prove He is Not Major Hann," Macon Telegraph, July 3,
1895.
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ran on July 3 in the Philadelphia Record, in the Times-Union, and in
the Atlanta Constitution, where it had the headline, "They Know
Him Not-Bridgeton People Do Not Know 'Frank Anderfer. "' 61
Attention to the hoax quickly died down in the national
press, but the story lasted somewhat longer in the newspapers of
Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Two Philadelphia papers ran stories
based on interviews with Hann's relatives that ignored all of the
controversy that had arisen during the preceding week in Florida:
'Joined the Cuban Army" in the Inquirer (July 1) and "Fighting
for Cuba's Freedom- A Young Philadelphian Made a Major in the
Insurgent Forces" in the North American (July 2). The Pennsylvania
Grit, a Williamsport weekly with national distribution and an
emphasis on entertaining stories, ran a third version of the same
story on July 7, "The Romance of Cuba's War." All three articles
used similar language, but the Grit's extended version related in
detail how ''.John Harm" had received word from Cuba that his son
had achieved a longstanding desire for glory on the battlefield. 62
It also mentioned that "Frank Harm" had received a military-style
secondary education at the South Jersey Institute, and that he had
served in the State Fencibles battalion of the Pennsylvania National
Guard. This story reappeared as a novelty item for months in
papers around the country, including the Washington Post. 63
The Bridgeton Evening News, which had been the first to publish
the letters of its "hometown hero" and former paperboy, was the
last to acknowledge the truth. It continued to defend Hann's
authenticity until it printed a special from Gainesville entitled
"Frank Hann's Confession" (July 22). This item was written in the
third person and seems to have only been published in Bridgeton.
The author (probably LaFontisee) claimed that Hann had invented

61.

62.

63.

"Faking Still the Order of the Day in Regard to 'Anderfer'- He's Not
'Anderfer' and is Probably 'Hann' -True He's Not a Fugitive From Justice,"
Semi-Weekly Times-Union, July 5, 1895; "Anderfer's Stanch Ally: 'Major Hann'
Was a Bridgeton Lad," Philadelphia Record, July 3, 1895; "Anderfer ot Known
at Bridgeton," Philadelphia North American, July 3, 1895.
"Romance of Cuba's War," Pennsylvania Grit, July 7, 1895. Grit ("America's
Greatest Family Newspaper") advertised a weekly circulation of 60,000 in July
1895.
"RomanceofCuba'sWar," WashingtonPost,July2l, 1895; "RomanceofCuba's
War," St. Louis Republic, August 18, 1895; "Romance of Cuba's War," Columbia
State, August 24, 1895; "Romance of the Cuban War," Anaconda Standard,
October 17, 1895; "Romance of the Cuban War," Kansas Cityjourna~ December
29, 1895.
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everything all to impress a sweetheart, and that Gainesville had
already forgiven him for the prank that had brought so much
amusement to the city.
The Bridgeton Evening News and the Pennsylvania Grit gave the
impression that Hann was probably a harmless romantic, while
the GainesviUe Ledger and the Florida Times-Union contended he
was a common criminal, who "manufactured lies for money" from
unscrupulous newspapers. Other observers, however, alleged that
Hann had not been acting alone, but as part of a broader and
more sophisticated propaganda operation. On June 25, Spanish
Minister Dupuy de Lome described the fake news coming from
Gainesville as a part of a "systematic" campaign organized by Cuban
sympathizers in Florida. The New York World of July 1 contained a
brief report from Tampa that also insinuated that Hann was secretly
working for someone else: "It is thought that he is in the employ of
a Philadelphia syndicate which has large Cuban interests and that
the purpose of the letters was to boost the revolution." 64
Hann's letters did help to attract attention to the insurrection,
and to shape public opinion. For example, an editorial in the
Portland Oregonian of June 30 (identified as reprinted from the
Indianapolis News) described Spain's chances in Cuba as poor,
citing his information that Gomez's army was 15,000 strong, wellorganized and well-supported by sympathizers in the U.S. 65 An
article in the July issue of Self-Culture magazine used Hann's false
account about the Key West expedition to indicate that the flow of
arms into Cuba had become practically unstoppable. 66 The editors
of the Boise Statesman took his report about the fall of Puerto
Principe as evidence that Spanish censors in Havana had been
suppressing telegraphic news of rebel victories. 67
Hann 's letters were indeed very consistent in style and method
with the propaganda of the Cuban leadership in New York, for
whom a chief objective was persuading Federal authorities to
recognize the rebels as having constituted a lawful government

64.
65.

"Major Hann a Myth ," New York World, July 1, 1895.
"Spain 's Expensive War: Americans Continue to Manifest Sympathy," Morning
Oregonian, June 30, 1895.
66. "The Cuban Outlook," Seif-Culture: A M agazine of . .. the Home University League,
July 1895, 212-213.
67. "Who is Winning?" Boise Idaho Statesman, May 10, 1895.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol91/iss4/4

24

Losch: The Fleeting Fame of Florida's Filibuster, "Major" Frank Hann

"MAJOR" FRANK HANN

515

and thus entitled to use U.S. ports for shipping war materiel. 68
Hann clearly encouraged such a policy change, but there is no
solid evidence to support either the Spanish claim that he was
part of a Cuban network or the World's idea that he was backed by
Pennsylvania industrialists. It is still enlightening to examine these
conspiracy theories, however, since they allow us to understand
Hann's letters in the context of the larger movement within the
U.S. to create sympathy for Cuba.
Hann's letters were just a few of the many false Cuban reports
received through the Jacksonville papers. For example, on May 13
the UP announced that the Times-Union had received simultaneous
accounts from Tampa and Key West about a massive Cuban victory,
with Spanish losses of over a thousand men. 69 Minister Dupuy de
Lome immediately denied these as absurd, and his statement ran
in various papers the next day, May 14. Alongside the Spanish
denial, there appeared in various AP papers the latest letter from
Gainesville, dated May 6, describing a battle very similar to the one
reported via Tampa and Key West, also with Spanish casualties over
1,000. This letter directly contradicted the Minister's statement,
and probably caused Spanish authorities to assume that Hann
was working as part of a Cuban organization with operatives in
Jacksonville, Tampa, and Key West.
It seems unlikely that Hann coordinated his letters in advance,
but simply rewrote what he found in the Times-Union, and passed it
off as his own. Journalist George Bronson Rea, in his 1897 book,
Facts and Fakes about Cuba, attributed much of the fantastic news
coming from Florida to a network of laborantes (or collaborators),
"rivaling the celebrated Baron Munchausen in the fertility and the
absurdity of their inventions," and headed by former Jacksonville
city councilman Jose Alejandro Huau. 70 One report indicates that
Huau himself expressed doubts about Anderfer's sources. "Mr.
George Auxier, "The Propaganda Activities of the Cuban Junta in Precipitating the
Spanish American War, 1895-1898," Hispanic American Historical Review 19, no. 3
(1939) : 299. The "Peanut Club" where reporters waited to receive press releases
from the Junta's New York offices is described in Horatio S. Rubens, L iberty: The
Story of Cuba (New York: Brewer, Warren and Putnam, 1932), 205-206.
69. "Great Victory for Gomez," Florida Times-Union, May 13, 1895; "Battle of
Boryey," Atlanta Constitution, May 13, 1895; "Gen. Gomez's Big Victory: H e Has
Killed and Captured Over 1,000 Spanish Troops,'' New York Sun, May 13, 1895;
"Spanish Annihilated ," Salt Lake Herald, May 14, 1895.
70. George Bronson Rea, Facts and Fakes about Cuba (New York: G. Munro's Sons,
1897) , 207-211 ; Gustavo]. Godoy, 'Jose Alejandro Huau: A Cuban Patriot in
Jacksonville Politics," Florida Historical Quarterly 54, no. 2 ( 1975): 196-206.
68.
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Huau, the Cuban cigar dealer who was in the last war for Cuban
liberty, told Mr. LaFontisee that the letters were coming too regular
to suit him, but he couldn't discover a discrepancy in them and had
observed that some of them appeared in the papers simultaneously
with the reports of the Southern Associated Press." 71
Gainesville did have a small Cuban community around this
time, even more ephemeral than the short-lived "Marti City"
that developed near Ocala. A few cigar makers from Key West,
including Gerardo Castellanos Lleonart (1843-1923), had set up
shop in the city in 1893, and had organized a local chapter of the
Partido Revolucionario Cubano (PRC), the "Club Politico Primeiro de
GainesviUe." 72 Soon after arriving, Castellanos reported to Marti
that the city's inhabitants looked favorably on the Cubans and their
cause, and he astutely connected the appeal of that cause to a sense
of chivalry (as Hann would later do, as well):
The town is pretty and on high ground, with about 8,000
inhabitants. They won't let us leave here. They see us
Cubans as intelligent and industrious, and they respect us
for the new efforts that we are making for our freedom.
God forbid that these Southern people, still faithful after
a generation to the cause that ruined them, to a cause
without hope of revival, should find us Cubans unfaithful
to a cause as alive and attainable as ours, one that cannot
be deserted without dishonor. This is a place of gentlemen,
by which I mean noble and chivalrous men, and he who is
not a gentleman will find no place here. 73
71.
72.

73.

GainesviUe Weekly Sun of July 4, 1895, cited in "Those Letters ... ," Bridgeton
Evening News, July 15, 1895.
The Gainesville club is recorded as having sent $30 to the party treasury in
New York in July 1893 (along with about $500 collected in Ocala). El Archivo
Nacional en la Comemoraci6n del Centenario del Natalicio de Jose Marti y Perez 18531953, (Havana: Archivo Nacional, 1953), 353. Castellanos, a veteran of the
Ten Years ' War, made an 1894 "tobacco buying" trip to Pinar del Rfo, secretly
commissioned by Marti to make contacts. See Gerardo Castellanos Garcfa,
Soldado y conspirador (Havana: Hermes, 1923), 94-100 and Misi6n a Cuba: Cayo
Hueso y Marti (Havana: Alfa, 1944), 250-257; "Silueta autobiogr.ifica de Gerardo
Castellanos G" in Gerardo Castellanos, patriota y historiador, simbolo de Cubania ed.
Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring(Havana: Sociedad Cubana de Estudios Hist6ricos
y Intemacionales, 1956) 107-108; Silvia Padr6nJomet and MagaliJomet Sureda;
Gerardo Castellanos: agente secreto de Marti (Santa Clara: Capiro, 2002).
My own translation, from Patria, April 10, 1893 which is cited in Jose Martf,
Obras Compl,etas v. 11 (Havana: Tr6pico, 1953) , 193-194. Castellanos was an
active Mason, which may have facilitated his acceptance in North Florida
society.
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Castellanos seemed to have left Gainesvilleto take a leadership
role in the Ocala branch of the PRC just before Hann started
writing. 74 However, we do know that while Castellanos was in
Gainesville, he maintained regular correspondence with his old
comrades in Key West, Serafin Sanchez and Carlos Roloff. These
two leaders of the Ten Years War (1868-1878) were the most
prominent passengers on the ill-fated Childs expedition of June
1895. 75 Thus, it is tempting to affirm that Castellanos was somehow
involved in the writing of Hann's widely distributed letter of June
10, which falsely announced that expedition's landing near Manatf.
Had Castellanos been behind the story, it probably would have
included some reference to his old friends and their importance.
However, Hann 's letter fails to mention either Roloff or Sanchez,
and instead uses language lifted nearly word-for-word from an
article that ran in the New York World and elsewhere on June 14. 76
This seems to further indicate that Hann received his information
about Cuba through the U.S. press, and not directly from Cubans
in Florida. If a Cuban leader such as Castellanos or Huau had
been guiding Hann, his letters probably would have contained
fewer errors in matters of geography, personal names and military
organization, and would have fit better with the reality on the island.

74.

75.

76.

Castellanos's son, Gerardo Castellanos Garcfa (1879-1956), in above sources,
recalls that the family was still in Gainesville when the Fernandina Plan was
discovered Uanuary 1895), and that they left a few months later for Ocala/
Marti City. By September, the father had become the local subagenteofthe PRC
in Ocala, a position he held until the Cuban community there disintegrated in
1896. The son went on to have a successful career as a newspaper columnist
and historian in Cuba. Another son, Adolfo G. Castellanos Garcfa, reported
visiting the Gainesville schools where he had once studied as a child, while on
an official tour of US educational institutions in 1948 in his Memorias de un
maestro (Mexico: Imprenta Mexicana, 1949), 13, 43.
The June expedition carrying Roloff and Sanchez failed, but in July they did
successfully land in Las Villas. Correspondence between Castellanos Lleonart
in Gainesville and Roloff and Sanchez in Key West is reproduced in the son's
books, Soldado y conspiradar and Motivos de Cayo Hueso: contribuci6n a la historia de
las emigraciones revolucionarias cubanas en Estados Unidos (Havana: U car, 1935).
The report ran as "Aid for Cuban Rebs," Warld, June 14, 1895; as "How the
Childs Was Secured," New Orleans Picayune, June 14, 1895; as "Chased by the
Infanta Isabel, Filibustering Craft from Philadelphia Escapes and Lands in
Cuba," Chicago Inter-Ocean, June 14, 1895; and as "Filibusterer Childs," Salt Lake
Herald, June 15, 1895. The Warld's version read "She put into Key West June
6 and sailed the following day for Bahia Islands, where she was to take on 100
men, 2,000,000 rounds of ammunition and 200,000 in gold. The George W
Childs is said to have been chased by the Spanish cruiser Infanta Isabel on the
high seas, but succeeded in making her escape."
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Was Hann an agent of Northern industrialists who sought to
provoke war with Spain and the eventual annexation of Cuba?
·such was the insinuation in the New York World of July 1. Hann
had boasted of having important backers in Philadelphia, and he
did receive at least one notable visitor from there shortly after his
arrest. 77 Samuel Peacock called on "Anderfer" while the latter
was bedridden, and he was cited in AP reports that attempted to
salvage Hann's reputation as a reliable source of information. 78
Dr. Peacock was a respected native of Bridgeton, who had come to
Gainesville to address a meeting of local phosphate producers, as
a chemical engineer and the editor of the American Fertilizer trade
magazine. 79 His encounter with Hann seems to have been largely
one of chance, and his apparent defense of Hann's identity the
result of some kind of misrepresentation. 80
In order to appreciate the Worlds charges against Hann, we
must examine more broadly the coverage by that newspaper of
the Cuban conflict in 1895. The new style of journalism for which
Joseph Pulitzer's World was known elevated the "common man" in
his struggles against powerful interests. On the one hand, it tended
to identify with popular nationalist resistance to entrenched Old
World empires, in Ireland, Armenia, Cuba, and elsewhere. Among
the various pro-Cuban reports it published were six letters from
Major Hann, including his first and last missives. 81 Hann also
appears to have been a regular reader of the World, borrowing
liberally from its reporting on Cuban affairs.
On the other hand, the World also specialized in unmasking
abuses by powerful corporations, and in May, it had run a series of
77.

78.

79.
80.
81.

Hann's hometown had an interesting connection to Cuba: the local steamship
Bridgeton had become a gunrunner for the rebels. "Two Cutters Watch Her:
Spaniards Fear the Bridgeton is Making Ready to Sail for Cuba," World, April 8,
1895; "Spain Makes a Kick Complaining that We Let Filibusterers Fit Out Here
for Cuba," Phil,adelphia North American, June 7, 1895; "Guarding Cuba's Shores,"
New York Times, June 14, 1895. The initial reports about the Bridgeton may have
inspired Hann to send his first "Cuban letter" to the Bridgeton Evening News.
"A Strange Combine: Anderfer is ot an Impostor and the Hann Letters
Were All Right," San Antonio Daily Light, July 2, 1895; "The Florida Mystery:
Andifer Regaining the Confidence of the People," Memphis Commercial Appeal
July 2, 1895; "Anderfer in a Serious Condition," Picayune, July 2, 1895; "New
Developments Expected, "Galveston Daily News, July 3, 1895; "Anderfer Not a
Fraud: Says He Will Prove He is Not Major Hann," Macon Telegraph, July 3, 1895.
"Death of Dr. Samuel Peacock," American Fertilizer, June 27, 1925, 81.
"Phosphate Men Organize," Gainesville Sun, July 4, 1895.
Hann's letters of April 4 and 20, and ofJune 10, 12, 15, and 17 ran in the New
York World.
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"muckraking" articles about the connections between the Cuban
insurrection and large U.S. firms. Standard Oil and Bethlehem
Steel were identified as being sponsors of the insurgency, and
Philadelphia as the base of their secret financial operations. 82
Another report from Tampa accused Henry Havemeyer's Sugar
Trust and the Florida railroad barons Henry Plant and Henry
Flagler (also connected to Standard Oil) of promoting the conflict,
all with an eye toward expanding their operations in Cuba. 83
The World adopted a consistently anti-Spanish posture during
its circulation battles with the New York Journal after that paper
was taken over by William Randolph Hearst later in 1895. At this
early stage in the Cuban conflict, however, the World earned praise
for its fairness from both sides. 84 It also had an experienced staff
correspondent in Cuba, Dr. William Shaw Bowen, who traveled
behind rebel lines, and conducted interviews with Gomez, Marti,
and Maceo. In an article published May 6, Bowen observed that
many of the rebels in eastern Cuba were black. 85 He praised their
courage, but he also expressed concern that the region could
become a "black republic" like Haiti, an idea which would have
tempered the enthusiasm for Cuban independence in some sections
of the U .S. He also faulted the Cubans in Florida for contributing
more words than deeds to the cause, and advised that most reports
arriving via Florida were to be "regarded with distrust":
I have endeavored to trace some of the amazing reports of
battles and the doings of "Cuban infantry" and of "Cuban
cavalry." In most instances, there was no truth in the yarns.
There are certain newspapers which arrive from the States
82.

83.
84.

85.

"Scandal in the Revolt-Powerful American Syndicate Said to Be Backing
the Insurgents," World, May 5, 1895; "War to Aid Fraud-Cuban Revolution
Instigated by Great Corporations," Chicago Tribune, May 5, 1895; "In Monopoly's
Grasp: Standard Oil's Corrupt Operations in Spain and Cuba," World, May 11,
1895. The rebels did indeed receive arms via the ships of Bethlehem Steel.
Letter from Antonio Maceo to Benjamin Guerra, June 23, 1895, La Revoluci6n
del 95 segU.n la correspondencia de la ddegaci6n cubana en Nueva York ed. Leon
Primelles (Havana: Ed. Habanera, 1932), 159-161.
"Is the Sugar Trust in on It? A Florida Correspondent Believes It Seeks Territory
in Cuba," World, May 12, 1895
"De Lome Praises the World: Gratified by Its Work in Disclosing the Standard's
Conspiracy in Cuba," World, May 6, 1895; "Cubans to the World-Gen. Gomez
and Jose Marti, the Insurgent Chiefs, Send Compliments," World, May 19, 1895.
William Shaw Bowen, "Cuba to Emulate Hayti-Revolution, If Successful,
Likely to Result in Setting Up Another Black Republic," World, May 6, 1895;
"White Cubans Brave at a Distance," Chicago Tribune, May 6, 1895.
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that contain fearful narratives of blood and carnage.
Intelligent people, especially the well-informed foreigners,
read with amazement the blood-curdling tales. As long as
the Cubans who are not in the field, but who view all the
imaginary bloodshed from afar, believe that they can fire
the Cuban hearts and terrorize the Spaniards by these war
fictions, it is to be presumed that they will continue on
their present line of misrepresentation.
Bowen's report elicited an angry response from Hann, who, in
a letter dated May 12, charged that the author (without citing his
name or that of the World) must have been secretly working for the
Spanish. "I received a copy of an American paper May 6, containing
an article which the Spanish government must have paid well for,
as it is a direct attack on the Cuban cause and meant to mislead the
American public. I take this opportunity of denying it in full. In
regard to the island becoming a black republic it is false." 86 This
letter was published only in the Sun and the Citizen, probably because
the AP was unwilling to circulate such a direct challenge to the New
York World, one of its member papers. The World's insinuations
about Hann may have been a response to Hann's charges against
Bowen. The allegation of a conspiracy fit neatly with what had
already been published about Hann and prominent Philadelphians,
and it also allowed the World to deflect some of the blame due for
having helped to promote Hann's letters. Readers might accept that
its editors had been duped by rich and sinister corporations, but not
by some young prankster in Gainesville, Florida.
We know of just one person with whom Hann worked closely
and whose cause was advanced by their collaboration. Ambitious
John 0. LaFontisee of the Gainesville Sun was Hann's intermediary
in the press, but it is likely that he was also his accomplice in
producing the letters. 87 The Times-Union and the UP claimed
that LaFontisee had admitted, to local journalist colleagues, that
86.
87.

"Gomez Has Many Men," Weekly GainesviUe Sun, May 17, 1895; "American Aid
for Cuba," Citizen, May 17, 1895.
"Last April, the correspondent of the Citizen saw Anderfer with an envelope in
his hand addressed to a Bridgeton, ewjersey paper and asked Anderfer if he
was writing a description of Gainesville. He replied in the negative and stated
that he had a letter from a friend who was a Captain in the Cuban Insurgent
army. The correspondent asked him for it, and thinking it a good piece of
news, published it in the Gainesville Sun and sent it to the Citizen." See "Is it
Hann or Anderfer?," Florida Citizen, June 30, 1895.
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Hann's letters were fakes but had sent them anyway, because "the
Associated Press wanted them." 88 The publicity did not seem to
hurt LaFontisee's career, and probably advanced it instead. The
Sun and the Citizen prevailed in their local circulation battlesperhaps helped by the affair-and both rewarded him with further
opportunities. For example, the owners of the Citizen acquired
the Times-Union in 1897 and eventually made him city editor of
the combined Times-Union and Citizen, a prominent position for a
young man who had started as a teenaged typesetter in Gainesville.
Like many newspapermen of his era, LaFontisee moved easily
between journalism and politics. His own boss, H. H. McCreary,
represented Gainesville for nearly 40 years in the Florida
Legislature while also publishing the Sun (often leaving the daily
management of the paper to assistants such as LaFontisee) .89 The
letters brought national publicity to the Cuban cause, with which
Florida's leading political figures were in outspoken sympathy. For
example, U.S. Senator Wilkinson Call repeatedly demanded that
Federal authorities recognize the Cubans as belligerents, and also
suggested the annexation of Cuba. 90 Duncan Fletcher, the mayor
of Jacksonville and a future U.S. Senator, led large pro-Cuban
rallies, 91 and Napoleon B. Broward, a future governor of Florida,
was the captain of the filibustering ship Three Friends. 92
LaFontisee continued to take great interest in Cuban affairs,
and in 1898, at the outbreak of the Spanish-American War, he left
the GainesviUe Sun to enlist in the U.S. Army. After being stationed
in Alabama for a few months, he managed to get a discharge
through political connections, and the following year he went off
to Cuba to work as a reporter. The Tampa Tribune commented,
"That little bundle of newspaper energy, Joe LaFontisee, is now
showing the people of Havana a thing or two about progressive

88.
89.

90.
91.

92.

"Suspected of Faking," New York Times, June 29, 1895; "Fools Bit at the Fakes,"
Times-Union,June 30, 1895.
McCreary, first elected to the House of Representatives in 1894 and to the
State Senate in 1898, recalled often leaving ''.Johnnie" running the paper while
in Tallahassee. "LaFontisee's Death Was Accidental," Sun, April 17, 1909.
Albert Hubbard Roberts, "Wilkinson Call, Soldier and Senator: Part II," Florida
Historical Society Quarterly 12, no. 4 (1934): 179-197.
"Sympathy with Cuba," Macon Telegraph, April 5, 1895; "Cuban Sympathy
Meeting: Speeches in Spanish and English at Pablo Beach," Atlanta Constitution,
May 28, 1895.
Samuel Proctor, Napoleon Bonaparte Broward: Florida's Fighting Democrat
(Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1950).
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Americanjournalism." 93 LaFontisee soon became city editor of the
fledgling Havana Post, an English-language paper and the "official
~ palace organ" of the U.S. military government in Cuba. 94
LaFontisee had political influence in occupied Cuba, and
possessed the ability to trade favors with military authorities. For
example, he would eventually testify before Congress that he had
suppressed a story in the Post about the criminal background of
one of Governor General Leonard Wood's close associates, at
the request of Wood himself. 95 For his part, LaFontisee was able
to arrange the pardon of a journalist friend from Gainesville
convicted of embezzling funds from the Havana Post Office. 96
Upon his return from Cuba in 1901, LaFontisee was hired by
Wood's government to do public relations work in Florida. 97
Like many others in Florida, LaFontisee had prospered by
supporting military operations in Cuba, first those of the Cuban
insurgents, and later those of the U.S. Army. Thus, it is understandable
that his early enthusiasm for Cuban independence eventually
cooled, but it is ironic that Major Hann's one-time publicist wrote
the following as editor of the Fernandina Record in 1907:
"The gang of revolutionists whom the United States went
to Cuba to assist, are now howling and threatening to
93.
94.

95.

96.
97.

"Snapshots," Tampa Tribune, October 12, 1899; "Thoughts in Local News,"
Tampa Tribune, December 14, 1899.
"La Prensa," Diario de la Marina, July 11, 1901. Ernest L. Conant, one of the
partners in ownership of the HavanaPostwas , at the same time, an attorney for
Governor General Leonard Wood.
In 1903, LaFontisee testified in Senate proceedings related to corruption
in the U.S. administration of Cuba, and described suppressing news about
"Captain Edgar Bellairs." See H earings Before the Committee on Military Affairs
Concerning the Nomination of Brig. General Leonard Wood to be a Major General,
United States Army (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1904), 616-619,
678-684. For background, see Alfred W. McCoy, Policing America:~ Empire:
The United States, the Philippines, and the Rise of the Surveillance State (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 2009), 94-122; and Melville E. Stone, Fifty Years a
Journalist (New York: Doubleday, 1921), 230-232.
Hearings Before the Committee on Military Affairs Concerning the Nomination, 679-680
LaFontisee was specifically engaged to promote a U.S.-Cuban trade agreement
under consideration in the U.S. Senate, and defended Cuban interests through
the columns of the Gainesville Sun. See Editorial, Ocala Banner, January 10,
d
1902; "He Works for Reciprocity," Tampa Tribune, November 26, 1901 ; "Nee
Not Fear Cuban Truck," Titusville Florida Star, March 7, 1902; Industrial Cuba:
Facts and Figures Concerning Cuban Products and Trade (Havana: Havana Post,
1902); "Thurber's Disclosures: A Great Clamor Raised by the Beet Sugar Men,"
New York Tribune, June 12, 1902; U.S. War Department, Payments to FB. Thurber
Out of Cuban Funds (Washington, G.P.O., 1902); Cuban Sugar Sales: Testimony
Taken by the Committee on Cuba (Washington, G.P.O., 1902), 416-428.
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whip Uncle Sam if we don't turn the island over to them.
Recent events there indicate the necessity of the United
States making an announcement that we propose to hold
the island and run its affairs to suit ourselves. The sooner
this is done the better, though it will be many years before
annexation will be a solution to the problem. Our imperial
colony plan appears to be the only method just now. "98
LaFontisee edited various Florida papers before serving, in
1908, as manager of Albert Gilchrist's successful gubernatorial
campaign. 99 In February 1909, with the assistance of U.S. Senator
James P. Taliaferro, LaFontisee was hired by the Agriculture
Department to prepare studies of the turpentine industry. 100 He
died of carbon monoxide poisoning in a Washington hotel room,
about two months later, at age 37, and various newspapers around
the state regarded his accidental death as the loss of one of the
rising stars of Florida journalism. 101
The hoax gave lasting visibility to John LaFontisee, but brought
only fleeting fame to Frank Hann, who, after leaving Gainesville,
seems to have put aside his dreams of military glory. An individual
with a similar name and background appears in U.S. Census records
as a newly-married farmer in North Carolina in 1900, and as a roofer
with a growing family and a mortgaged house near Los Angeles in
1920. Hann's closest brush with real wartime service most likely
came when he registered with the California draft board in 1918. 102

98.

99.
100.

101.
102.

Editorial, GainesviUe Sun, June 11, 1907, prefaced 'J.O. LaFontisee, editor of
the Fernandina Record , who is well posted regarding the people of Cuba and
the conditions prevailing on the island, says in the last issue of his paper:[ ... ]."
Ric A. Kabat, '"Everybody Votes for Gilchrist': The Florida Gubernatorial
Campaign ofl 908," Florida Historical Quarterly 67, no. 2 (1988): 184-203.
"Death ofJO. LaFontisee," Weekly Industrial Record, April 19, 1909; "Tribute to
Work of Florida Man," Ocala Banner, October 29, 1909. Taliaferro, a member
of the Senate Committee on Cuban Relations, sponsored private bills granting
increases in LaFontisee's father's Civil War pension, specifically Senate Bills
5988 (1906) and 1415 (1909).
Editorial, Suwannee Democrat, April 16, 1909; Editorial, Palatka News, April 16,
1909; Editorial, Volusia County Record, April 16, 1909.
The 1900 US Census returns for Lewiston-Woodville, North Carolina, include
a 26-year old New Jersey native named "F.P. Hann," living with his new wife,
Fannie, on a farm belonging to his in-laws. A 1918 draft card gives his full
name as 'Frank Probasco Hann."' "Ancestry.com," http: / / ancestry.com
(accessed October 30, 2010). A California man of his name and age died in
Iowa during the Great Depression. See "Transient Found on Highway ear
Scranton-Dying," CarrollHerald,July 5, 1938.
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CONCLUSION

In 1895, as the U.S. and Spain focused their attention on the
Caribbean, Florida took on a role of geopolitical importance and,
for a few months, Gainesville became a "theater" of the Cuban
War of Independence. Thanks to the wire services, the circulation
battle between the city's two local papers, the Sun and the Ledger,
had repercussions as far away as Paris and Madrid. The Major
Hann letters, a combination of prank and propaganda, repeatedly
reached a broad section of the U.S. newspaper-reading public. They
ran in at least 40 states and territories, and were even translated by
ethnic community papers into French (in New Orleans), Swedish
(in Denver) and German (in Pittsburgh and Indianapolis).
The letters' popularity seems to indicate that the image of a
young American hero abroad was well-received at a time when
many in the United States were trying to understand their country's
increasingly important role as an actor on the international
stage. The case illustrates how poorly defined the boundaries
were between reporting and fiction at this time, and thus how
the public perception of foreign affairs was shaped by fashions in
popular literature. The letters were presented as the triumph of
an enlightened free press over the inquisitorial Spanish, but the
fact that it took three months for them to be identified as fakes
revealed some of the weaknesses of that press, as newspapers were
competing to fill their pages with exclusive and exciting news
from the front lines. The duo of Hann and LaFontisee sensed the
opportunity for self-promotion that this environment provided,
especially given the political climate in Florida, and they drew on a
popular style of fiction to produce letters that appealed to readers'
tastes.
After the phenomenal response to the June 10 letter, the
youthful conspirators became careless and overly prolific, and the
scrutiny from unsympathetic editors and from Spanish authorities
was too much to bear. The hoax came to an end without any
serious negative consequences for the perpetrators, but George
Bronson Rea, who had covered the fighting firsthand as a journalist
in Cuba, did foresee the possible long-term effects of fakes such as
the "Major Hann" letters. In 1897, he wrote:
Telegrams bearing the stamp of Key West, Tampa,
Jacksonville, and other Florida points, may invariably be
looked upon as utterly worthless and false. This has been
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conclusively proven time and time again; but our papers,
notwithstanding that they are almost certain the "news" is
too improbable to be exact, continue to give space to the
lies, and indirectly encourage the "criminals" to repeat the
offense. If "faking" on a serious question that might involve
two countries in war is not a crime, then a law should be
passed that would make it so. 103
It seems likely that the success of this hoax, and the relative
impunity of its authors, inspired imitation by other laborantes
during the course of the Cuban War of Independence, and that
their fanciful stories contributed, at least in a small way, to create
a climate favorable to the United States entering the war against
Spain. After the explosion of a U.S. ship in Havana Harbor on
February 15, 1898, many Americans were more than ready to
shout, "Remember the Maine, to Hell with Spain!" and to follow
the gallant lead of Major Hann into the fighting in Cuba.

103. Rea, Facts and Fakes, 150.
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